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LEARNING IDEAS
Universal Design in Pre-K and
Early Elementary Classrooms

What is Universal Design?
Universal design is an approach to designing environments and products so that the greatest number
of people can use them. When applied to curriculum, teachers
consider the potential barriers inherent in materials and
activities, and plan many avenues to learning. This way, the
greatest number of children can participate in the content and
activities without adaptation.
Why Consider Universal Design in Education?
Children enter classrooms with different experiences,
backgrounds, interests, emotional, social, and academic
strengths and needs. Planning for this diversity by intentionally
creating accessible teaching processes and materials will allow more children to learn successfully.
How Can Universal Design Concepts Benefit Pre-K and Early Elementary Education?
Teachers frequently create adaptations and modifications for students. With a universal design framework, teachers
deliberately plan to use a variety of methods and media when presenting content. Educators assume different levels of
understanding and interaction within the lesson and plan accordingly. Children at different levels will interact with and
gain meaning from the grade level content with less need for special adaptations.
Consider the following when you begin to implement universal design in pre-k and
early elementary classrooms:
1. Plan ahead for access to the grade level standards or early childhood learning guidelines:
• Consider your students’ range of capacities in vision, hearing, communication, movement, attention and
comprehension when you design instruction.
• Review your curriculum for hidden barriers to access; for example, a standard that reads “students will write
a one page essay” could be changed to “students will compose a one page essay.” Composing removes the
barrier of writing and could be dictated, pointed to on a communication board, or compiled with pictures.
• Design your instructional assessment cycle using a variety of multi-sensory materials and media.
• Seek input from parents to provide information about their children’s interest.

2. Provide physical and cognitive access to all
aspects of the school day:

• Higher tech options may include word
processors, graphic organizer software,
text-to-speech and speech-to-text
• Make sure all indoor and outdoor spaces are fully
software, on-screen
accessible to children.
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